Structural inequalities present throughout U.S. public schools are known to contribute to the significant achievement gaps that persist between lower-income students of color and their more financially secure, White peers. Because of this, community programs have been identified as places where typically underserved students can receive the support required for positive development and academic achievement. The current study used qualitative methods to explore how one community program, Detroit's Downtown Boxing Gym, fosters self-efficacy in school-aged youth from Detroit Public Schools. Focus group participants reported they are indeed experiencing increases in self-efficacy as a result of the mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, and verbal persuasion they receive at the gym. Specific recommendations for how other programs might foster self-efficacy, including establishing a program climate where students feel cared for, ensuring program staff truly believe students can be successful, identifying opportunities for students to have mastery experiences, and utilizing peer modeling, are discussed.
and how they feel while engaged in or thinking about an activity (physiological and affective states)" (p. 49).
Although Bandura (1982) clearly articulated mechanisms for increasing self-efficacy, community youth development programs have not been consistently successful in putting theory into practice and demonstrating how their programming affects student self-efficacy (Morton & Montgomery, 2013) . For example, Morton and Montgomery (2013) conducted a meta-analysis to examine the efficacy-building effects of three community youth programs. The programs included in the study were designed to increase self-efficacy beliefs, amongst other psychosocial factors, by giving students participatory roles in program activities and empowering them to make meaningful program decisions. The results of their analyses suggested that the programs did not reliably induce increases in domain-specific or general selfefficacy. Berg and colleagues (2009) also conducted a similar analysis of community-based programs designed to increase self-efficacy in children and found, unfortunately, that these programs were also ineffective in increasing self-efficacy beliefs.
Despite results suggesting that programs are not successfully increasing participant selfefficacy, researchers are not yet convinced that these programs are wholly ineffective. Instead, researchers point to methodological limitations that may have obfuscated program effectiveness. For example, both Berg and colleagues (2009) and Morton and Montgomery (2013) claimed that the lack of evidence about the benefits of community programs in increasing self-efficacy may be due to poor experimental designs and shortcomings in the instruments used to measure self-efficacy. As a result, Berg and colleagues called for not only an increase in the number and quality of quantitative investigations about the effectiveness of efficacy-building community programs but also for the use of qualitative approaches.
As Usher and Pajares (2008) posit, qualitative approaches may be better suited to studying the effects of efficacy-building programs because they allow researchers to more deeply understand the genesis of efficacy-related beliefs while also considering students' specific contexts, stages Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 14 Issue 1 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2019.699
Improving Self-Efficacy Via Community Programs 168 of development, and other personal considerations. Therefore, by conducting qualitative analyses of programs aiming to increase self-efficacy, researchers may be better able to accurately reveal the positive effects program participation may have on youths' self-efficacy beliefs (Cervone, 1997) .
Current Study
Because of the important role that self-efficacy plays in academic outcomes-especially for systematically disadvantaged students-identifying features of community-based programs that support self-efficacy development would go a long way in promoting educational success in lower-income students of color. Up to this point, however, analyses of self-efficacy development in youth programming have been hampered by methodological constraints. As a result, gaps still exist in what is known about how community-based programs might enhance self-efficacy development. The current study aims to address these gaps by examining how one communitybased youth development program, the Downtown Boxing Gym (DBG), fosters self-efficacy development in the lower-income youth of color that it serves.
The DBG is a community-based program that provides boxing instruction, mentoring, and comprehensive tutoring, all free of charge to students from Detroit. Although the program is open to all students regardless of race or socioeconomic background, the program has historically served all students of color, approximately 99% of whom come from lower-income households. Since it opened in 2007, DBG has served over 500 youth, approximately 35% of whom are still enrolled in the program and more than 60% of whom have graduated from the program. Of those graduates, 100% have graduated from high school and been accepted to a 2-year or 4-year college or university. Because the gym is clearly having a positive effect on students enrolled in the program, the gym provides a good opportunity to explore whether and how this community intervention is supporting the development of self-efficacy beliefs in youth.
Methods

Data Collection
Six semi-structured focus groups were conducted to explore how participation in DBG affected the self-efficacy of study participants. As part of a longitudinal investigation of the gym that is examining the consistency of program effects over time, data were collected at two time points with separate participants; three focus groups were conducted in spring 2013 and another three Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 14 Issue 1 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2019.699
Improving Self-Efficacy Via Community Programs 169 were conducted in summer 2016. The first author conducted all three of the focus groups in spring 2013. Both the first and second authors, along with another member of the research team, conducted focus groups in summer 2016. All focus groups were structured around four main topics: the services the gym offers, how participants believe they have been affected by participating in the gym, what specific aspects of the gym caused the participants to be affected in the way they were, and how the gym can improve. In keeping with the aims of semistructured interviews, follow-up questions were also asked on these topics and participants were encouraged to bring up novel topics that were related to their experiences at the gym.
All focus groups were held at DBG, in a room where only research team members and participants were present. All focus groups were audio-and video-recorded. Before initiating the discussion, the researchers introduced themselves and reviewed the purpose of the focus group, which was described as "learning what the gym is all about, what you do here, and what you've learned since you started coming here." Participants were then informed of the "rules" of the focus group, including that "no topic is off limits," students do not have to raise their hands and can just "jump in" when they have something to share, and that responses would remain confidential. Participants under the age of 18 then signed an assent form (consent forms were signed by participants aged 18 years or older), after which the participants were asked to share their name, age, and how long they had been coming to the gym. Focus groups lasted for between 30 and 50 minutes, with the duration being determined by the participants.
Participants
Focus groups ranged in size from four to 11 participants. The executive director and academic coordinator of DBG were responsible for deciding which students would participate in which focus groups. The composition of the focus groups was mainly determined by participant availability; however, one focus group was intentionally comprised of only girls and another was made up of younger students (i.e., less than 14 years of age). This decision was made so students who are underrepresented in the gym had a comfortable space to share their experiences.
A total of 49 students participated in the focus groups, which lasted an average of 35 minutes Improving Self-Efficacy Via Community Programs 170 students and families, based on known individual, neighborhood, and school data, program staff estimated that all of the participants qualified for free lunch at school. The average length of time participants had been involved in the gym at the time of participation in the focus group was 1½ years, though the length of involvement varied greatly from a few weeks to several years.
Data Analysis
The second author and members of the research team transcribed the audio recordings of the focus groups verbatim. The first and second authors then analyzed the transcriptions using a thematic analysis approach. Thematic analysis is a flexible approach that "involves the search for and identification of common threads that extend across an entire interview or set of interviews" (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013, p. 400) . In keeping with the thematic analysis phases outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) , the authors conducted the analysis of focus group data in five steps. First, we familiarized ourselves with the data by reading and rereading the transcriptions in their entirety. After we felt sufficiently comfortable with the data, we generated initial codes for notable features of the data and collated the data relevant to each code. Third, to provide a detailed account of data relevant to self-efficacy, we pulled together all of the codes and exemplar data relevant to this theme. Once gathered, these codes and exemplars were checked to ensure they made sense in the context of the entire data set.
All of the data thematically related to self-efficacy was then further analyzed to refine the subcategories of the theme and identify areas of overlap with Bandura's theory. Finally, we selected examples from the data that vividly captured the nuances related to the theme of selfefficacy development.
Results
During the focus groups most of the participants demonstrated considerable self-reflectiveness in describing their experiences in the gym and the ways they had changed as a result of those experiences. Mimicking the gym's mission, which emphasizes academics, personal and social responsibility, and preparing for the future, many of the participants highlighted their personal growth in these areas. For example, many spoke about the academic improvements they had made in school and several noted beneficial social and behavioral growth as well. Participants also spoke at length about transformations they experienced in how they thought about themselves and their abilities. More specifically, although the students never explicitly used the term self-efficacy, their narratives were nonetheless interspersed with numerous examples of how participating in the gym resulted in increases in their self-efficacy beliefs. The examples they shared suggested there are three primary mechanisms through which the gym increased their self-efficacy: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, and verbal persuasion.
Mastery Experiences
Mastery experiences are instances in which a person successfully completes a task or overcomes a challenge, leading him or her to feel more capable of doing so again in the future (Bandura, 1982) . Participants reported experiencing many such instances at the gym with regard to boxing and school. Often these descriptions were framed in terms of self-discipline, with numerous participants describing that because they had learned to "control" themselves inside the gym, they were also able to do so outside of the gym. As one participant said, "I feel like you can't turn it off. So it's not like I could come here, learn how to be a nice person [and then] go out into the world and not do that." Another student agreed, saying "how you act here is, like, how you act outside of the gym."
Many students attributed the mastery they had over themselves to the boxing training they received. For example, one participant noted that "in boxing they teach you to control your anger." As a result, as another student described, that sense of self-control flows into other settings as well: "I think [learning to box] helps out a lot, especially in school. Before I came here I [would] talk back to teachers. Now I'm a teacher's pet and I think [that's because of] the discipline [of boxing]. I live the discipline because now it's a habit for me." For many of the students, then, it seemed that the mastery experiences they had in the gym of being able to control themselves inside the ring allowed them to feel more able to control themselves outside of the ring in multiple settings as well.
Participants also described how the success they had at the gym when working on schoolwork allowed them to feel more capable of success overall, but especially in school. The gym is structured so each day students spend at least thirty minutes with an academic tutor before they can box. The gym's motto, "Books before Boxing," reinforces this prioritization. For the majority of the participants, it was in terms of their academics where they saw the greatest change in themselves. Almost unanimously the participants reported increases in their grades since joining the gym. But even beyond grades, many students also reported changes in their attitudes about school. As one participant bluntly stated, "I didn't care about school. I used to always sleep in class." But since working with the tutors at the gym, he realized that "for real, I like math!" In large part this change in attitude, which multiple participants echoed, seemed to Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 14 Issue 1 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2019.699
Improving Self-Efficacy Via Community Programs 172 grow out of a sense of mastery. For example, as another participant said, "the tutors, like, prepare you for what you gonna do in school." As a result of this preparation, many participants reported feeling more "confident" that they could be academically successful, which also caused them to feel as though their school work had gotten "much easier."
Verbal Persuasion
Verbal persuasion involves an increase in self-efficacy as a result of a person being told by others that he or she is able to overcome specific challenges. Many of the efficacy-building experiences participants talked about in the focus groups seemed to be due to some form of verbal persuasion coming from the adults in the gym. This verbal persuasion often arose naturally from the mentoring relationships adults in the gym worked hard to establish with the students. As one participant jokingly said, "the coaches, man, they always talking!" As a result of this "talking," participants reported feeling more capable of overcoming problems and completing tasks. Noteworthy in this example is the fact that Khali conveyed to the student that he was capable of achieving his goals. Many other students shared stories that suggested that everyone at the gym, including Khali, the other adults, and the students, all presumed each and every student could be successful physically, academically, and socially. As a result, the participants started to internalize this belief as well.
The participants also shared that the messages they received from people at the gym were especially powerful because of the gym's sense of community and also because most of the people at the gym shared certain life experiences. More specifically, every participant described the gym as a "family," and most mentioned that they felt "loved" by both the adults and their peers at the gym. Being told they were able to be successful from the members of that family, who they knew "cared" about them and also knew them "as individuals," left a lasting impression. In addition, several participants also described giving more weight to the encouragement they received from the adults and students in the gym because so many of them had "been through the same stuff." For example, several of the participants mentioned that the fact that several of the adults and students had been involved in negative activities in the "streets" made their messages that the students could do something more worthwhile with their lives all the more compelling.
Vicarious Experience
In addition to describing instances when their self-efficacy was being affected by mastery experiences and verbal persuasion, the students also shared numerous examples of how their self-efficacy beliefs were shaped through vicarious experiences. Vicarious experience involves seeing someone else succeed in a task, which can cause the observer to feel able to accomplish the task as well. This student directly verbalized the effects of an efficacy-building vicarious experience. She saw others thriving at the gym and, as a result, started to believe that she, too, could succeed.
Stories such as these suggest students in the gym are seeing their peers overcome challenges both inside and outside the walls of the gym, and these vicarious experiences are making them feel capable of overcoming those challenges as well.
Because the participants seemed to recognize the amount of influence the students have on one another, many of the older (i.e., high school) participants described feeling a sense of responsibility to set a "good example" for their younger peers. For some of these participants, doing so was "common sense." For others, however, they were told explicitly by their coaches that they needed to be positive role models for the younger students. Regardless of whether this understanding came naturally or via the adults at the gym, however, virtually all of the older participants conveyed that they understood the power of vicarious experience. As one older participant shared, "[the younger kids] see what we do and they'll do it. Like, if we do good in school then they'll wanna do good in school." For another participant, however, the benefits of setting positive examples are longstanding. As she said, "When we motivate [the younger kids], they will wanna motivate their kids, because they will think back to the day, like, oh yeah, I remember I looked up to that kid . . . and then they'll pass it on to generations." To the students in the gym, then, it seemed that seeing others try hard, overcome challenges, and be successful not only caused them to believe they could do the same, but also led them to try and set positive examples for others.
Discussion
Taken together, participant narratives suggested the structure of and activities in the gym helped them to feel more capable of success in many facets of their lives. In particular, the participants described an increased "confidence" in their abilities to manage their emotions and efforts, leading them to believe they could be successful both in school and in life. This strong relationship between self-efficacy and academic and life outcomes is well documented in the literature (Bandura, 1977 (Bandura, , 1997 . Less researched, however, is how programs can foster selfefficacy development in youth who are often the victims of structural inequalities.
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Students from DBG identified many salient mechanisms by which participating in the gym increased their self-efficacy. Experiences with the tutors at the gym were often cited as memorable and impactful, allowing students to experience scholastic success, cultivate a genuine interest in the subject matter, and perceive themselves as more capable in academic contexts. Adults in the gym also appeared to be a major mechanism by which student selfefficacy increased. Students perceived the adults in the gym as being very invested in them; instances of verbal persuasion where adults told students they were capable of success, therefore, seemed to help students feel able to succeed both inside and outside of the gym.
Students in the gym who were successful academically, socially, and in the boxing ring also served as examples to their peers. Through watching these successful peers, participants reported vicarious experiences where they started feeling capable of similar success as well.
Implications for Youth Development Programs
Youth development programming is as diverse as the students it is intended to serve, which is highly beneficial; our students are not all the same, so we should not expect they would all benefit from the same interventions. However, based on the experiences of students who participated in the current study, it may be the case that there are certain qualities or practices that could be integrated into a variety of programs in order to foster self-efficacy development amongst systematically disadvantaged students. These qualities and practices include establishing a program climate where students feel cared for, ensuring program staff truly believe students can be successful, identifying opportunities for students to have mastery experiences, and utilizing peer modeling.
Establishing a Caring Program Climate
According to study participants, a large reason why they believed they were capable of success was because they were told they could be successful by people who knew them well and cared about them. In other words, the participants were receiving messages from people they considered credible (Bandura, 1997) . As a result, when the adults at the gym told participants that they could be successful (i.e., when the participants received verbal persuasions about their self-efficacy), the participants heard and internalized those messages.
What these results point to is the supremacy of a program's culture in determining the effectiveness of efficacy-building efforts. If a program's culture allows students to feel safe, known, and respected, students may be more likely to believe positive messages about their Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 14 Issue 1 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2019.699
Improving Self-Efficacy Via Community Programs 176 potential. On the other hand, if the culture of the program does not foster such feelings of security or belonging, the potency of those messages may be diluted. Therefore, it may be worthwhile for programs to assess student perceptions of the program culture and, depending on the results of that assessment, either strategize about how a positive culture can be maintained or allocate resources to improve suboptimal cultures. For example, programs should set aside time to ensure all staff receiving ongoing training that reinforces the roles they play in creating a safe and respectful space in which they can develop meaningful relationships with students. Programs may also consider establishing a student advisory board, which both enables program staff to receive consistent feedback from students and signals to students that their voice is important to program functioning.
Ensuring Staff Believe Students are Capable
Adults endeavoring to support self-efficacy development in youth should believe those youth are capable of success. Such a statement may appear obvious; however, programs should not presume all staff think in this way. Research has consistently demonstrated that even adults who devote their lives to supporting youth hold implicit biases that cause them to underestimate student abilities, especially when the students are racial minorities or from lowerincome backgrounds (e.g., Dee & Gershenson, 2017) . These attitudes can have profoundly negative implications for student outcomes.
Thankfully, the reverse also seems to be true, in that being around adults who do believe students are capable can foster positive outcomes (e.g., Jussim & Harber, 2005) . This seemed to be the case for the participants in the current study. Although none of the participants explicitly stated that their self-efficacy increased because the adults at the gym believed they could succeed, many of the participants shared stories that suggested this was their experience.
In fact, in various ways most of the participants intimated that the adults in the gym treated them as though success was inevitable as long as they remained dedicated to their goals.
Given these findings, programs may want to consider how they can ensure staff members and volunteers believe that the students they are working with can be successful, especially when those students are typically undervalued and underprivileged in American society. For example, though it may be logistically challenging, programs may want to require implicit bias training for all personnel. Recent research has also suggested that exposure to positive counter-stereotypes can reduce implicit bias (Devine, Forscher, Austin, & Cox, 2012) . As such, for the sake of both students and staff, program leaders may want to integrate discussions about stereotypes and counter-stereotypes into meetings.
Identifying Opportunities for Students to Have Mastery Experiences. Bandura (1977) conceptualized self-efficacy beliefs as domain-specific and theorized that mastery experiences can only increase self-efficacy in the domain in which they occur.
However, other scholars have argued for the existence of general self-efficacy beliefs that cut across domains and enable students to believe they are capable of overcoming challenges even in novel situations (Grether, Sowislo, & Wiese, 2018; Schwartzer & Jerusalem, 1995) . These scholars suggest that mastery experiences in any domain could contribute to students' overall senses of whether or not they can be successful (e.g., Shelton, 1990) . This seemed to be the experience of many of the study participants.
Multiple participants shared examples that suggested they had generalized the mastery experiences they had in the gym to life outside of the gym, especially at school. For these participants it seemed that what was most influential was not the particulars of the task on which they succeeded, but instead the fact that they had experienced success at all. Those experiences of success, then, seemed to transform how participants thought about their overall capabilities. These findings do not negate Bandura's notion that mastery experiences are domain-specific. However, they do suggest that experiencing any prosocial success may have far-reaching benefits. Therefore, program personnel may want to reflect on whether or not their program structure creates opportunities for students to be successful, even on small tasks.
Ensuring this occurs may require programs to differentiate activities based on ages or abilities or to break larger tasks into component parts so students have many opportunities for mastery experiences.
Utilizing Peer Modeling
Virtually all of the participants in the current study described their peers as a key source of selfefficacy. In particular, many participants shared that seeing or hearing about their peers' successes inside or outside the gym caused them to feel that they, too, could be successful.
According to Bandura (1977) , these findings are not surprising. As he theorized, vicarious experiences are especially powerful sources of self-efficacy when the models that individuals see being successful are perceived as similar in terms of ability or background. This makes sense in the context of DBG, as most of the students come from similar backgrounds and face similar challenges. Seeing someone like them being successful, therefore, allowed the participants to believe they had the potential for success as well.
These findings suggest that programs may want to prioritize peer modeling and ensure that students are made aware of each other's successes. This could be achieved by instituting a purposeful peer-mentoring program, creating a "wall of success" that students and staff can add to, or dedicating time in community meetings for students to share their achievements so other students are exposed to a wide range of vicarious experiences. Establishing the previously mentioned student advisory board would be another way to highlight student success while also encouraging students to take up leadership roles.
Study Limitations and Conclusion
The methods, participants, and researchers introduced possible limitations to the study. These data were collected as part of an ongoing evaluation of the gym that is, in part, aimed at examining whether and how program effects are changing over time. As such, focus groups were conducted at two time points, which were separated by nearly three years. Combining such data could certainly introduce a number of limitations, though in the current study the themes were found to cut across all of the focus groups, regardless of when the data were collected. Regarding the participants, although the authors attempted to gather a representative sample of gym participants, our ultimate sample was largely determined by attendance, which may have affected study findings. In addition, it is also possible that staff members selected students to participate whom they were either more familiar with or whom they believed might paint a more positive picture of the gym, which could have shaped study findings.
In addition to limitations introduced by the methods and study sample, researcher presumptions may also have affected the results. Prior to conducting the focus group interviews, the research team was already aware of the success of the program, which may have primed us to structure our interview questions and hear student responses in a way that magnified the impact the gym was having on students' self-efficacy beliefs. Similarly, we as researchers were also primed to interpret student responses as fitting into Bandura's four previously defined ways of developing self-efficacy. Although we intentionally looked for instances where student narratives deviated from Bandura's theory, it is possible that our interpretations were constrained due to the theoretical grounding of the study.
Despite these limitations, results of the current study point to specific ways DBG is positively impacting the self-efficacy beliefs of the lower-income youth of color in the program. Research that identifies successful mechanisms of self-efficacy development in the context of communitybased programs has been largely absent from the research literature. Findings from the current study, therefore, outline some specific steps youth development programs can take to support the self-efficacy development of students who may otherwise be excluded from efficacybuilding experiences as a result of systemic inequalities.
